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I LLUMINXT6D 
M ANUSCWPTS 

are books written by hand in which the 
text is supplemented by the addition of 
decoration, such as decorated initials, 
borders and miniature illustrations. 

The embellishment of text with gold or 
silver gave the impression that the page 
had been literally illuminated. 

These manuscripts contained some of 
the best painting from the Romanesque 
period of art, as they were not 
restricted by the fresco medium, and 
could be highly detailed. 
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These pictures were important as many 
of the people who looked at the books 
could not read or write. 

In some cases the writer of the book did 
his or her own illustrations. However, 
most books were produced in a team 
rather than an individual. Often based in 
a monastery, the team would include an 
author, scribe and artist. 
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The majority of illuminated manuscripts 
are of a religious nature, usually bibles, 
though secular texts and classical 
literature were also illuminated. 

Had it not been for the scribes of late 
antiquity, the entire content of western 
heritage literature from Greece and 
Rome could have perished. 

The very existence of illuminated 
manuscripts demonstrating the 
importance of ancient classical literature 
may have been responsible for their 
preservation. 
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are a combination of Roman and Gallic, 
or what we sometimes call Celtic styles. 

As most of the very earliest were 
produced in Ireland and Wales in 
isolated monasteries, they have an 
Gallic, or Celtic influence. 

The patterns are Gallic, with 
interlocking and woven decoration. 

The Latin text and miniature paintings 
are Roman styles, a legacy from 
Roman occupation. 
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There are Byzantine Illuminated 
Manuscripts, and those of other 
cultures and time periods, but in 
general, the term is for manuscripts 
produced in Europe during the 
Romanesque and Gothic periods of 
art, from around 1000 to 1500. 
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Rich people sometimes commissioned 
scribes and artists to produce books for 
them called psalters. These books 
contained the person's favorite psalms 
(religious songs that were sung or 
chanted in church). 

As well as religious pictures these 
books often included illustrations that 
were personal to the person who 
commissioned the book. 
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In the early Middle Ages nearly all 
illustrated manuscripts were produced by 
monks. 

However, by the 15th century artists in the 
towns began to takeover this work. 
Although they rarely signed their work, tax 
records suggest that these artists were 
often women. 
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Christine de Pisan, the first female 
writer to earn a living from her pen, 
defended the status of women. 

In this illustration, she depicts women 
who have served the cause of women 
(female warriors, politicians, good 
wives, lovers, and inventors, among 
others). 
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These books were very expensive to 
produce. We know this because some 
of the account books of people who 
commissioned the illustrated books 
have survived. In 1383, Abbott Nicholas 
of Westminster decided he wanted a 
new missal (a book that contains details 
of the masses to be performed during 
the year). The book took two years to 
produce and cos several thousand 
dollars in today's money. 

In 1450 Gutenburg invented 
movable type and hand written 
books were too time consuming and 
expensive to compete. 
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During the Gothic period, 1220-1500, 
manuscripts were produced in all 
parts of Europe, and many contained 
secular art. 

After the Black Death in the 1340’s, 
the people that were left had more 
income and less faith in the church, so 
the new middle class could purchase 
manuscripts. 
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Figures became more 
animated, and had much more 
depth. 

Perspective became more 
realistic, though still very 
distorted by Renaissance 
standards. 
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It is easy to see the difference in early Medieval, 

or Romanesque figures - left 

and late Medieval (Gothic) figures - right. 
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Early Medieval, or Romanesque figures are very similar to Byzantine art being 
produced in the Eastern Empire. It is flat, with extremely distorted, flat perspective - 
the feet are turned to the side, but the body is flat, similar to Egyptian heiroglyphs. 

If this seems natural to you, try it. It is not a natural position. 
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Late Medieval, or Gothic art, has a real background, not a flat surface. 
Though the people are stacked up a bit, they are overlapping, with 
more depth to their bodies. 
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Y ou should be able to tell the 
difference between Romanesque 
and Gothic manuscripts by their 
style, content, and date. 

Y ou should know what materials 
are used, and who created these 
documents. 

Y ou should know some of the 
ways the Christian church 
influenced art of this period. 




This presentation is for educational purposes only 



